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“Competitive sports are played mainly on a five-and-a-half-inch court; the space 
between your ears.” 
--- Bobby Jones, golfer, four time winner of the US Open ---  
The application of sport psychology is often overlooked in favor of the more familiar 
training of physical abilities and technical volleyball skills. Sport psychology interventions 
are too often perceived as the last call for help if all else has failed to generate success. 
However, sport psychology is much more than picking up the pieces after a defeat and instead 
should be regarded as a very useful tool in all stages of the training and coaching process. The 
present chapter will outline the broad variety of contexts in which sport psychology can be 
used to foster team function, including goal setting and establishment of expectations at the 
beginning of the season, developing athlete leadership skills and motivational coaching ability 
during practices and games, and dealing with interpersonal conflicts.  This chapter will also 
offer practical tools to assist the coach in creating a team that has the capacity to effectively 
function autonomously and is therefore able to positively withstand stressors, even without 
the constant supervision of the coach. As such, we argue that the various aspects of sport 
psychology are not a one-time technique for the coach to employ when conflicts arise, but are 
consistently valuable to foster, indeed to train, team effectiveness. 
 
Motivation – The Key to Success 
“Passion is a huge prerequisite to winning. It makes you willing to jump through 
hoops, go through all the ups and downs and everything in between to reach your 
goal.” 
--- Kerri Walsh, 2004, 2008, and 2012 Olympic gold medalist beach volleyball --- 
Passion fosters optimal sport performance and motivates the athlete to strive to 
achieve his or her goals. We can distinguish between two types of motivation: intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation. Volleyball players are intrinsically motivated when their actions are 
driven by their interest in and enjoyment of the sport itself. In contrast, extrinsically motivated 
athletes do not participate in practices and games out of pleasure, but rather do so to derive 
some kind of reward that is external to the volleyball game itself. Common examples of 
extrinsic motivation include praise from the coach, avoidance of physical or mental 
punishment by the coach if an individual or the team does not give their best effort, or 
SPORT PSYCHOLOGY – MAXIMIZING TEAM POTENTIAL 
3 
 
parental pressure to play volleyball. It can be intuitively assumed that more intrinsically 
motivated athletes put forth more effort, demonstrate greater persistence, and are less likely to 
drop-out compared to extrinsically motivated athletes. Several studies have indeed shown that 
intrinsic motivation, in contrast to extrinsic motivation, leads to a variety of positive 
outcomes, ranging from greater attention, creativity, positive emotion, and satisfaction to 
more persistence and enhanced performance (Vallerand & Ratelle, 2002). 
It should be noted that professional volleyball is by nature characterized by several 
extrinsic motivations, such as salary, praise from the fan base, and enhanced media attention.  
These extrinsic motivational factors are not inherently problematic, but they can be. Coaches 
should be aware of the risk that these extrinsic motivational factors can undermine an 
athlete’s intrinsic motivation, and as a consequence lead to decreased effort, poor attitude, less 
perseverance, and (eventually) drop-out. Thus, it is vitally important that the coach fosters his 
players’ intrinsic motivation in addition to extrinsic motivational factors.  
Knowing that intrinsic motivation is the goal to aim for is one thing. The key question, 
however, remains: how do we get volleyball players to be intrinsically motivated for their 
sport? Coaching style is without a doubt a critical factor in players’ motivation and 
commitment. In this regard, recent research has demonstrated that the perceived justice of the 
coach (i.e., the extent to which players perceive their coach’s behavior and decisions as fair) 
is an important determinant not only for team cohesiveness, but for individual athletic effort 
as well (e.g., De Backer et al., 2011).  Research has also shown that an autonomy-supportive 
rather than a controlling coaching style fosters a more stable perception of the fairness of a 
coach, which is crucial for optimal team functioning. 
Particularly in elite sport, it is rare for a coach to adopt an autonomy-supportive style, 
(i.e., one in which open two-way communication exists between coach and player and players 
can participate in the decision process).  In competitive situations there is frequently no time 
for consultation or discussion, as a result of which coaches in these situations often adopt a 
more controlling approach (i.e., the decisions are made by the coach in an authoritative way 
without any voice of the athletes). However, on other occasions an autonomy-supportive 
coaching style may be more effective and appropriate. For example, it has been shown that a 
directive controlling coaching style is better accepted by the players when the team has 
together established its ambitions and goals, and has agreed upon the way to reach these 
goals. Furthermore, the effectiveness of game communication can be improved by involving 
players in tactical decision making during practice, as a result of which players obtain more 
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tactical insight, take initiative, and demonstrate problem-solving behavior (Vande Broek, 
Boen, Claessens, Feys, & Ceux, 2011). In the present chapter we will demonstrate in which 
situations the coach can profit from a more autonomy-supportive coaching style, thereby 
allowing athletes to have voice in certain aspects of the decision making process.  
The provision of voice is not the only important determinant for athletes’ intrinsic 
motivation. The Self-Determination Theory postulates that intrinsically motivated behavior 
can be fostered by supporting three basic needs, inherent to each individual: autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness. The need for autonomy refers to the need to feel in control of 
one’s own behaviors and goals, while the need for competence represents the feeling that one 
feels competent in the tasks assigned to them. Finally, the need for relatedness refers to a 
sense of belonging and attachment to their teammates and coach. In the following sections, 
we will discuss how the coach can satisfy these three basic needs and as such foster the 
players’ intrinsic motivation in different facets of the coaching job: (1) the coach as goal 
setter; (2) the coach as facilitator of shared leadership; (3) the coach as catalyst to foster group 
dynamical processes; and (4) the coach as conflict manager to create highly resilient teams.  
The Coach as Goal Setter 
“If I look at the three stages to coaching, the thing I do first is I know the 
process of reaching a goal. Second I know the route towards the goal. The third 
thing is, players whom I select I have to trust!” 
--- Joop Alberda, coach of the Dutch men’s national volleyball team, 1996 
Olympic gold medalists --- 
Goal setting is much more complex than simply postulating a goal. As Alberda stated, 
knowing how to reach the goal is at least as important as setting the goal.  In this regard, there 
are some important boundary conditions which must be met if the goal setting process to is to 
effectively influence the team’s functioning. As Kerri Walsh has demonstrated throughout her 
career, passion for the sport is an important prerequisite to successfully facing the challenges 
encountered on the way to your goal. As discussed, this passion is an example of intrinsic 
motivation. As previously noted, a need-supportive coaching style, in which the coach is able 
to satisfy players’ need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, is critical to foster 
volleyball players’ intrinsic motivation to reach their goals. 
In a team sport like volleyball, it is important to initiate the goal setting process at the 
individual level. Individual goals should then be incorporated into more general team goals, 
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thereby enhancing the players’ commitment and motivation for the shared team goals. The 
need-supportive coaching style is one way in which challenging but feasible team goals may 
be constructed and endorsed by the entire team. We propose five key rules that underpin the 
effectiveness of the goal setting process, both at the individual and at the team level. 
Rule #1: Autonomy support to foster goal clarity, goal acceptance, and goal commitment 
 It is not uncommon for the coach to single-handedly decide on the goals to aim for and 
thereafter impose these goals on the players. However, this situation carries considerable risk 
that the athlete will not share the coach’s vision, which will seriously thwart their motivation 
to achieve these individual or collective goals.  Without this motivation, the likelihood to 
obtain the goal is practically zero. Autonomy support by the coach (i.e., giving the players a 
voice in setting their objectives) will foster players’ motivation, and as such their willingness 
to work towards the goals.  
In this regard, it is a good idea for the coach to hold a meeting with each athlete on the 
team, in which the athlete’s individual goals are discussed as well as the athlete’s anticipated 
contribution towards the team goals. Such a conversation provides goal clarity: having clear 
and consistent information regarding role responsibilities has been suggested to lead to greater 
athlete acceptance of those responsibilities. The provision of voice, leading to a joint 
discussion on the goals to aim for, further increases the chances that the athletes will accept 
the goals. In addition to goal acceptance, the autonomy support by the coach also causes a 
shared responsibility, as a consequence of which the players will be much more committed to 
reach their goals.  
Goal acceptance and goal commitment have been shown to enhance the team climate, 
and to positively impact the team’s performance. On the other hand, failure to accept the 
appointed roles (e.g., as a consequence of the coach imposing the roles instead of providing 
voice to athletes) resulted in a violation of team rules, which in turn caused negative emotions 
and interpersonal conflicts. 
Rule #2: Support players’ need for competence by assuring feasible goals. 
An important requisite of providing your athletes with voice in the goal setting process 
is the ability of the athletes to set appropriate goals. An often used method in this regard is the 
SMART principle, which stipulates that goals should be Specific, Measurable, Attainable, 
Relevant, and Timely. In the previous section, we saw how an autonomy-supportive coaching 
style can contribute to goal clarity (i.e., specific, measurable goals) and goal commitment 
SPORT PSYCHOLOGY – MAXIMIZING TEAM POTENTIAL 
6 
 
(goals become more relevant for the athletes because they received a voice in the decision 
process).  
In this section, we will outline how competence support by the coach fosters the 
attainability of the goals. More specifically, competence feedback by the coach is crucial in 
teaching athletes how to form a realistic self-image. Athletes who are able to accurately assess 
their own performance will be better able to set feasible individual goals. Meeting those goals 
will satisfy their need for competence, thereby increasing their intrinsic motivation to aim for 
the next one. In contrast, without regular feedback from the coach on the players’ 
performance, players might be prone to overrate their performance. This in turn may prompt 
athletes to set unrealistic, unachievable goals. If in fact goals remain unmet, the odds increase 
that the athletes will lose motivation. This may have far-reaching consequences, ranging from 
exerting less effort to eventual drop-out.  
Rule #3: Emphasize the road towards the goal to motivate players to engage in deliberate 
practice. 
 It is one thing to clearly visualize the goal to aim for; it is another thing altogether to 
know how to get there. Given the crucial importance of meeting goals, coaches have a 
significant responsibility to point out the means by which athletes may achieve those goals.  
One means to this end is to help the athlete subdivide the larger goal into manageable chunks.  
Doug Beal, head coach of the 1984 USA men's Olympic gold medal team and current USA 
Volleyball CEO, stated: “To have a successful program, you must be able to develop an 
overall plan or blueprint of the goal. You then do your best to break down that ideal image 
into building blocks useful for laying the foundation of a winning program.”  
 If the goal setting happens by mutual agreement with the player, it will foster goal 
clarity, goal acceptance, and goal commitment as outlined above. The intermediate goals will 
provide players with competence feedback throughout the learning process, thereby allowing 
players to more consciously gain control of their own learning. The acquired competence 
feedback, together with the autonomy support of the coach, will motivate players to engage in 
deliberate practice (i.e., highly structured exercises, not inherently enjoyable, but specifically 
aimed at improving the performance through self-regulated feedback). Examples include 
multiple repetitions of a float service, in which the player consciously considers the different 
technical aspects of a good performance, and is able to adjust his/her performance through 
self-regulated feedback.  Research demonstrated that deliberate practice and intrinsic 
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motivation are directly related: more motivated athletes engage in more deliberate practice, 
and greater deliberate practice resulted in more intrinsically motivated athletes.  
Rule #4: Select mastery goals instead of performance goals to enhance effort and strengthen 
team cohesion. 
 The specific content of the established goals is often closely connected with the team 
climate. In this regard, two types of climate have been distinguished: (1) a task-involving (or 
mastery) motivational climate and (2) an ego-involving (or performance) motivational climate 
(Ntoumanis & Vazou, 2005).  The mastery goals that are set in a task-involving climate focus 
on intrapersonal (or intra-team) progression. Examples include learning a new technique like 
a jump float service, or increasing your own scoring percentage against the same opponent, 
etc. The performance goals that are set in an ego-involving climate, on the other hand, 
emphasize interpersonal comparison and competition with teammates (or competing teams).  
Examples include becoming a starting player (instead of a substitute player) or, at the team 
level, winning the championship.  
One significant difference between the two types of goals is the perceived locus of 
control in attaining them. The locus of control varies from a belief that through his effort the 
athlete can completely influence the attainment of the goal (i.e., internal locus of control), to 
the belief that it is entirely outside his ability to influence the outcome (i.e., external locus of 
control). While most players do feel capable of attaining mastery goals (e.g., intrapersonal 
progression), meeting performance goals are frequently susceptible to uncontrollable external 
factors (e.g., progression of teammates, level of competing teams, or referee decisions). 
Therefore, a task-involving climate (having mastery goals) is usually associated with positive 
motivational outcomes such as enjoyment, interest, performance improvement, performance 
satisfaction, and team cohesion. In contrast, an ego-involving climate (with performance 
goals) has been linked with feelings of anxiety, reduced effort, less cohesive teams, and other 
maladaptive outcomes. 
Rule #5: Prioritize the team goals – Towards goal clarity and a shared vision. 
With regard to setting team goals, an approach similar to that which was adopted for 
individual goals can be adopted. At the team level, it is important for coaches to provide 
adequate autonomy support to the team and to decide in mutual agreement with the players on 
the common goals for the team, as well as the norms and values that are necessary to reach 
these goals. In this way, a shared vision can be obtained. The more team members internalize 
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the team’s goals as their own, the more a shared accountability is established, and as a result 
the players are more strongly committed to these goals. Team competence feedback is critical 
to inform the team on their progression towards the overall goal as well as towards the 
identified intermediary goals.   
Although performance goals (such as winning the championship, attaining the cup 
final, or avoiding play-downs) are sometimes imposed by the club management, it is 
important as a coach to emphasize mastery goals, which are focused on the progression 
(individually or as a team) in order to provide players with an internal locus of control. In a 
team sport such as volleyball, in which each player has individual goals but together all 
players aim for common team goals, it is crucial to find the right balance between both. In this 
regard, it might be a useful strategy for coaches to identify two types of goals for each athlete: 
priority aims (P1-aims) and secondary aims (P2-aims). The P1-aims are oriented to the 
individual contribution of each player towards the common team goal, while the P2-aims are 
the individual goals that each player has in recognition of his/her long-term progression as a 
volleyball player. To optimize the team’s functioning it is important to communicate the P1-
aims of every individual player in the whole team, which further improves role clarity. This 
open communication fosters a task-involving climate, in which players are focused on 
developing together as a team, rather than outplaying their teammates. Furthermore, this 
approach delineates the accountability of each individual player and allows players to 
reprimand teammates if they do not attain their priority aims. This open communication 
climate and the willingness to help teammates to reach their goals will result in stronger task 
cohesion. 
An approach that can assist in translating these goal setting principles into practice is 
termed performance profiling. When adopting this technique, coaches give their athletes a 
chance to voice their opinion with regard to their self-perceived strengths and weaknesses. In 
discussion with the coach, the athletes identify the key attributes of an elite performer at their 
specific position (these characteristics can include mental, physical, and technical qualities). 
Technical abilities could include skills like blocking, defense, attacking, service, and passing. 
Physical abilities could include strength, power, speed, agility, and flexibility. Examples of 
mental strengths are resilience, confidence, self-awareness, focus, and a winning attitude. And 
finally the leadership abilities may include leadership skills both on the field (e.g., a task or 
motivational leader), and off the field (e.g., a social and external leader).  
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After identifying the key attributes, players rate the degree to which they satisfy on 
each of these key attributes. These self-perceptions result in a performance profile, which 
clearly maps both the strengths and weaknesses of a given player. An example profile is 
presented in Figure 1, in which the player rated himself on each of the chosen characteristics 
on a scale from 0 (I am not strong in this area) to 7 (I am very strong in this area). 
 
Similarly, the coach can rate the qualities of a given player. When combined, the 
similarities and differences between the two performance profiles provide a sound basis for an 
open communication between player and coach, in which the coach helps the athlete to 
determine plans of action to improve his/her deficiencies.  
The same technique can be adopted at the team level, in which players and coaches 
can determine the key attributes for effective teams. Examples of such characteristics include 
communicating well on court, possessing a winning attitude, being mentally tough, physically 
strong, unselfish, etc. After the performance profiles are completed, the coach and his athletes 
can take the opportunity in a subsequent team meeting to openly discuss contrasting ratings.  
When implementing this technique with a volleyball team, it was shown that these 
performance profiling procedures created an open atmosphere for coach-athlete 
communication, thereby facilitating both individual and team goal setting. Performance 
profiling was demonstrated to be an autonomy-supportive assessment tool that benefits 
athletes in a variety of ways, including increasing their self-awareness, intrinsic motivation, 
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and confidence.  It also provides a useful template to help in setting goals, structure training, 
and facilitate communication. As noted before, it is important to not only discuss the desired 
characteristics and identified goals, but more importantly, to determine plans of action and to 
outline the road towards the goals. 
The Coach as Facilitator of Shared Leadership 
“Talent is important. But the single most important ingredient after you get the talent 
is internal leadership. It's not the coaches as much as one single person or people on 
the team who set higher standards than that team would normally set for itself...”  
--- Mike Krzyzewski, head coach of the United States men’s national basketball 
team, 2008 and 2012 Olympic gold medalists --- 
When it comes to leadership, athletes, fans, media – even those who have no real 
interest in sports – will identify the coach as the leader of the team. It is important to realize, 
however, that also team members can fulfill important leadership roles (for an overview of 
athlete leadership, see Cotterill & Fransen, 2016). Fransen et al. (2014) distinguished between 
four leadership roles that athletes can occupy: (1) the task leader, who gives his/her 
teammates tactical advice when necessary; (2) the motivational leader, who encourages 
his/her teammates to perform at their best when on the court; (3) the social leader, who 
develops a good team atmosphere outside of the competitive environment, and (4) the 
external leader, who handles the communication with club management, media, and sponsors.  
When examining athlete and team leadership, it is important to move beyond the 
formal leadership role of the team captain. In fact, it was demonstrated that the informal 
leaders (players who emerge as natural leaders in the team without formal leadership 
recognition), rather than the team captain, were perceived as the real athlete leaders of the 
team (Fransen, Vanbeselaere, et al., 2014). More specifically, in 44% of the teams the captain 
did not fulfill any of the four leadership roles. The captain was thus not perceived as best 
leader on the field (neither as task leader, nor as motivational leader), neither as best leader 
off the field (neither as social leader, nor as external leader). Recent research further 
confirmed that most sports teams establish a shared leadership paradigm: while coaches and 
athlete leaders were seen as equally good leaders on the task and external leadership role, the 
athlete leaders were perceived as better leaders than their coaches on the motivational and the 
social leadership role (Fransen, Van Puyenbroeck, et al., 2015).  
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Several studies have confirmed the importance of athlete leadership by demonstrating 
that higher quality athlete leadership in each of these four leadership roles resulted in greater 
team identification and stronger task and social cohesion (Fransen, Vanbeselaere, et al., 2014; 
Price & Weiss, 2011). Furthermore, athlete leaders have been shown to be the catalysts in 
propagating confidence throughout the team. In volleyball, soccer, and basketball it was 
shown that the expression of team confidence by the athlete leaders in the team was one of the 
most important sources of the players’ confidence in their team (Fransen, Vanbeselaere, De 
Cuyper, Vande Broek, & Boen, 2015; Fransen et al., 2012).  Two experimental studies further 
confirmed that contagion of team confidence emanates from the athlete leader (Fransen, 
Haslam, et al., 2015; Fransen, Steffens, et al., 2016). More specifically, the findings revealed 
that team members had greater team confidence when the leader expressed high confidence in 
the team’s success. In addition, the results indicated that when team leaders expressed high 
team confidence, team members’ performance improved. By contrast, when leaders expressed 
low confidence, team and individual members’ performance decreased. Athlete leaders thus 
seem to have the capacity to influence collective team confidence (in both positive and 
negative ways), thereby significantly affecting team members’ performance. 
Given all these positive outcomes, it is important for the coach to facilitate athlete 
team leadership. However, before designating the team leadership, it is crucial to have a good 
insight in the leadership structure within the team. Who are the right leaders for the different 
jobs? The perception of the coach in this regard might differ from the perceptions of the 
players. It is the players’ perception, however, that is most crucial when it comes to effective 
athlete leadership: if the coach-appointed athlete leaders are not seen as athlete leaders by 
their teammates, their guidance will not be followed, and effective leadership is a long way 
off.  
Social Network Analysis (SNA) is a novel diagnostic tool to identify the key leaders 
for the different leadership roles within the team (Fransen, Van Puyenbroeck, et al., 2015). 
This network approach also allows the coach to map the evolution of these leadership 
structures over time. By using this network approach, coaches can appoint task, motivational, 
social, and external athlete leaders that are supported by the team. A clear delineation of the 
leadership role, followed by competence feedback along the way will foster the further 
development of the leadership qualities of the leader. The fact that athlete leaders realize that 
teammates support and even expect their leadership will further motivate them to accept their 
role and engage in high-quality athlete leadership behavior. 
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Given all the benefits of shared leadership, it is important as a coach to not only 
identify the athlete leaders in the team but also to facilitate and develop athlete leadership in 
the team. An autocratic controlling coaching style, in which the coach imposes the rules, 
norms, goals, and way of working to his/her players without providing any voice to the 
athletes, will most likely produce a flock of meek sheep. Such an environment offers very 
little opportunity to develop effective athlete leadership on the team. By contrary, an 
autonomy-supportive coaching style provides voice to the players when deciding on the team 
rules, norms, and goals. This participation leads to higher team member accountability and a 
higher degree of commitment. It can be assumed that a coaching style in which athletes are 
given autonomy, rather than being controlled, nurtures the development of athletes’ leadership 
abilities. 
Despite the established benefits of shared leadership for optimal team functioning, 
sharing leadership also carries significant risks. For example, if the appointed task leader has 
a strongly different view of the optimal playing strategy than do other task leaders or does the 
coach, the contrasting guidelines during the game might lead to confusion and doubt in the 
team, thus thwarting optimal team functioning. To avoid the risks of shared leadership and to 
develop an effective shared leadership structure, we suggest three important preconditions 
that coaches should keep in mind. 
Precondition #1: Aim for role clarity instead of role ambiguity. 
 In the same way as the goal clarity was important for the goal setting process, the 
clarity of someone’s leadership role is important for effective athlete leadership. As a coach, it 
is essential to clearly delineate the function and responsibilities attached to a given leadership 
role together with the athletes. Perceptions of role ambiguity (i.e., the lack of clear, consistent 
information regarding an individual’s role) have been associated with decreased task cohesion 
and lowered confidence in their own ability to successfully fulfill the leadership role. On the 
other hand, if athlete leaders are well-informed of the expectations that are connected to a 
given leadership role, greater role satisfaction should ensue, as should overall athlete 
satisfaction, leading to better fulfillment of their leadership role.   
Precondition #2: Develop leadership abilities with regard to their specific roles. 
Knowing what is expected of an athlete leader does not always equate with effectively 
providing high-quality athlete leadership. Before being able to provide high-quality athlete 
leadership, athlete leaders need adequate competence in their leadership role. For example, a 
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task leader needs to have insight in the game tactics, while a motivational leader needs to 
know how to motivate each of his/her teammates. Undoubtedly, some players need to be 
incited, while others benefit more from being calmed). Also off the field, the athlete leaders 
need to learn specific competencies: the social leader needs to learn how to deal with intra-
team conflicts and how to foster the team atmosphere, while an external leader should be 
trained in his communication skills to present his team towards club management, media, and 
sponsors.  
Appointing the right athlete leaders thus is not good enough: athlete leaders need to be 
further developed on their critical task competencies. One of these crucial task competencies 
is tactical awareness, especially for a task leader. In this regard, it was demonstrated that it is 
important to teach the players how to think along with their coach: in setting up norms, 
values, and goals but also in tactical and strategic reasoning (Vande Broek et al., 2011). The 
study findings demonstrated that an autonomy-supportive coaching style resulted in an 
increased tactical awareness on the part of the players. Tactical observation and questioning, 
in which players were asked to independently evaluate their tactical decisions, was a very 
important tool for coaches to foster their tactical awareness.  The autonomy-supportive 
coaching style, together with players’ improved tactical awareness, will motivate athletes to 
take on leadership roles and to take the initiative in discussing match strategy. High-quality 
athlete leadership in this area will result in improved team functioning and better performance 
(Fransen, Haslam, et al., 2015; Fransen, Steffens, et al., 2016; Price & Weiss, 2011). 
Precondition #3: Establish a shared vision. 
Clearly delineating the function of the different athlete leaders and guiding them in 
becoming better athlete leaders are important boundary conditions for effective shared 
leadership. The final and perhaps the most important condition for effective shared leadership 
is the development of a shared vision. Similar to the goal setting process, a shared vision with 
regard to what the team is trying to accomplish is essential to getting all the athletes ‘on the 
same page’.  As Phil Jackson, one of the greatest basketball coaches of all time, once said: 
“Good teams become great ones when the members trust each other enough to surrender the 
Me for the We.” 
As mentioned earlier, the provision of autonomy and voice in the decision process will 
lead to higher commitment of the players, and thus more effective athlete leadership. 
Furthermore, a task-involving team climate, focused on common goals and team 
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development, is the perfect environment to develop a shared vision (in contrast to an ego-
involved climate, characterized by intra-team comparison). The fact that all players are 
looking in the same direction and share the same team goals will promote concurring 
messages from the different athlete leaders and the coach, thereby leading to more optimal 
team functioning.  
 
The Coach as Catalyst to Foster Group Dynamical Processes 
 “Coming together, sharing together, leading together, succeeding together.” 
A common framework for evaluating a team’s development was provided by 
Tuckman (1965). Tuckman identified four stages of team development: forming, storming, 
norming, and performing. Tuckman furthermore postulated that teams must pass through each 
of these phases in order for the team to grow, to effectively face challenges, to negotiate the 
path towards team goals, and to ultimately perform optimally. The competence of the coach 
as goal setter, as facilitator of shared leadership, and as conflict manager, while providing his 
players with their basic needs (autonomy, competence, and relatedness), are essential to foster 
effective group dynamics as described by Tuckman.  
First stage of development: Forming. 
A newly composed team or a team at the start of a volleyball season automatically 
enters into the first phase of the development process: the forming phase. During this stage, 
the players get to know each other and their behaviors are guided by the desire to be accepted 
by their teammates and coach. In this phase, players will avoid any controversy or conflict. 
The forming stage is a comfortable stage. However, because all players seek to avoid conflict 
they behave mainly independently, focusing on themselves. Consequently, players adopt a 
cautious, wait-and-see attitude, and fail to identify with the team.  
In order to facilitate identification with the team, the coach must provide the players 
with a voice in discussing individual and team goals.  In addition, coaches would do well to 
stimulate a team discussion, in which the team goals, norms, and values are discussed.  This 
discussion moves the team toward a shared vision. Autonomy support by the coach is critical 
for deciding which goals should be prioritized, as well as how these goals should be attained.  
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Second stage of development: Storming. 
Despite the coaches’ best planning and expectation, team development does not 
always proceed as planned. The storming phase is characterized by players who deviate from 
the expected behavior or ignore the values, norms, and goals established by the team. In 
contrast to the first stage, the storming phase is no longer comfortable. Rather, it can be 
contentious, unpleasant, and even painful for players who are conflict averse. This phase can 
even be destructive to the team and its motivation if the behaviors are allowed to progress out 
of control.  
If the coach provides the right support however, this stage can be very important and 
valuable in the development of the team. Deviations from the formulated values, norms, or 
goals cannot be ignored at this stage of team growth. If a player does deviate from the 
expected standards, it is vital that the coach remind the players of the expected behavior for 
the team members.  In addition, if a clear structure of athlete leadership has been established, 
it is essential that the athlete leaders ensure that all players travel the same path towards the 
common team goals. If not, it is also the responsibility of the athlete leaders to appropriately 
reprimand their teammates. Players who dare to stand up for their opinion might cause 
dissension within the team, but it is exactly these discussions that can make players stronger 
and come together more effectively as a team.  
Third stage of development: Norming. 
If the coaches and athlete leaders are able to handle the anticipated intra-group 
conflicts well, the storming phase will give way for the norming phase.  In the norming phase, 
the testing of responsibilities and boundaries eases and the players begin to respect each other, 
perhaps because of the interpersonal differences that exist.  Each player begins to settle into 
his or her individual role on the team. Furthermore, the leadership structure on the team has 
been established at this point and the roles of the athlete leaders have been accepted by their 
teammates. In this phase, the team develops and agrees upon a shared vision or goal to which 
team members will be committed and motivated to work together. A task-involving team 
climate will result, in which players highly identify themselves with their team. A sense of 
‘us’ has been created.  
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Fourth stage of development: Performing. 
When each of the previous three stages has been negotiated, the team will arrive at the 
performing phase. This phase is the final stage of team development, in which the group of 
players becomes one team with a shared vision towards a common goal. The team is 
optimally structured and under the guidance of the coach and the athlete leaders it works 
efficiently towards the team and personal goals. In this phase, all players know their role on 
the team and their according responsibility. These high-performance teams are able to 
function largely independently given their accurate self-knowledge, their ability to adjust their 
learning process, their motivation for deliberate practice, and their internal leadership. As 
such, progress can be made quickly and without inappropriate conflict or the need for a 
directive coaching style. Players can effectively shoulder their responsibilities and use their 
coach’s competence feedback to further improve their learning process.  
As already indicated throughout the different sections, teams that actually reach the 
performing phase of Tuckman’s cycle are characterized by several strengths. For example, 
strong team identification in the norming phase will in turn foster players’ adherence to team 
norms. Favorable effects will also be noted in team confidence, the team’s task and social 
cohesion, the team’s optimal functioning, and eventually in team performance. In addition, an 
effective structure of shared athlete leadership will promote a shared vision with regard to the 
goals, norms, and values of the team. The according responsibility will foster athletes’ 
motivation and their commitment to achieve the team goals, thereby enhancing the team 
performance. This focus on achieving the team goals, rather than performing better than 
teammates, is a reflection of the task-involving climate that has been established throughout 
the development process.  
Furthermore, high-performing teams are characterized by an enhanced confidence in 
their team’s abilities and in the team’s chances to achieve their goals. This team confidence in 
turn positively affects players’ individual performance, as well as their team performance 
(Fransen, Haslam, et al., 2015; Fransen, Steffens, et al., 2016). As noted earlier, this team 
confidence, together with the team identification, the shared leadership structure, and the task-
involving team climate will foster the team’s resilience and enable the team to effectively 
withstand stressors or setbacks. 
It is noteworthy that this performing phase does not last indefinitely. Even the most 
high-performing teams will go through this cycle many times as it reacts to changing 
circumstances. For example, changes in the coaching staff or athlete leadership (e.g., a new 
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coaching staff or a transfer of a player with strong leadership abilities) may cause the team to 
revert to the storming phase as these new team members may challenge the existing norms, 
values, or goals of the team. It is therefore important for coaches to recognize when teams 
revert to earlier stages of the development process, so that they can act appropriately and 
guide the team once more through the different developmental stages. 
The Coach as Conflict Manager to Create Highly Resilient Teams 
“It’s not whether you get knocked down; it’s whether you can and will get back up.” 
--- Vince Lombardi, one of the most successful football coaches in American history, 
and member of the National Football League Hall of Fame --- 
Teams that are able to effectively withstand stressors are called highly resilient teams. 
It is noteworthy that the resilience of a team is more than the sum of the individual players’ 
resilience. Morgan, Fletcher, and Sarkar (2013) identified four attributes that characterize 
resilient teams: (1) group structure; (2) task-involving climate; (3) social capital; and (4) team 
confidence. It is important for coaches to foster these characteristics in their team in order for 
the team to be able to effectively handle both within-team conflicts as well as stressors 
external to the team (e.g., repeatedly losing, injuries, etc.).   
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Characteristic #1: Group structure. 
The first characteristic of highly resilient teams pertains to the creation of an optimal 
group structure, characterized by collective group norms and values, shared leadership, and an 
open communication climate. We already highlighted the importance of these aspects at the 
beginning of a season, but they will even get more decisive when the team is confronted with 
obstacles or intra-team conflicts as the season progresses. First, by providing a voice for the 
players, the players will be more committed to realize their goals and adopt the team norms 
and values. Second, if a clear structure of athlete leadership has been established on the team, 
the athlete leaders can assist their coach in ensuring that all players travel the same path 
towards the common team goals, and if necessary reprimand their teammates. Mike Candrea, 
head coach of the USA softball team (2004 Olympic gold medalists), highlighted the 
importance of such a set of key leaders within the team: “Having great leadership is a big key 
to success. It’s really the leaders’ team because they are the ones whom the rest of the players, 
especially the freshmen, look up to when setting the standards. Our team will go as far as our 
leaders are willing to take us.” Third, discussing such intra-team conflicts in an open-
communication environment will allow the players to voice their opinions, resolve their 
differences, and find a common, positive way of interacting with each other.  
Characteristic #2: Task-involving climate. 
A second important characteristic of highly resilient teams is a task-involving climate, 
which focuses on learning and improving together as one team, instead of promoting intra-
team comparison. Morgan et al. (2013) established that resilient teams are able to focus on 
both personal and team development because they are able to filter out irrelevant cues and 
isolate what is important. Furthermore, they revealed how resilient teams exhibited a range of 
effective behaviors to overcome stressors, thereby increasing the likelihood of team 
progression. For example, thorough preparation for difficult moments was seen as an 
important factor which could make the difference when encountering difficult match 
situations. 
When conflicts arise or when goals, norms, or values have been deviated, 
communication will be crucial. It is the task of the coach, together with the athlete leaders, to 
clearly outline each player’s responsibility and to remind the players of the common goals, as 
they were set at the start of the season. Several studies reported that such open 
communication, which reflects the shared values and emphasizes the common goal to aim for, 
SPORT PSYCHOLOGY – MAXIMIZING TEAM POTENTIAL 
19 
 
is the most optimal way to resolve conflicts, to get everyone back on the same wavelength, 
and to enhance the task cohesion within the team.  
Characteristic #3: Social capital. 
The third characteristic of highly resilient teams is the existence of high-quality 
interactions and caring relationships within the team, also called the social capital of a team 
(Morgan et al., 2013). Resilient teams develop emotional bonds because of which players 
learn to accept their teammates, regardless of individual differences. Furthermore, this deep 
emotional bonding and closeness between team members will give players the feeling that 
they can rely on each other and that teammates would provide assistance if needed.  
Trust is the key word here. Mike Herbert, former head coach of the US national 
volleyball team emphasized the importance of trust in dealing with conflicts: “As I look back 
on the conflicts we encountered, it is clear to me that all of us had benefitted from our earlier 
work together with the concept of trust. They were learning to trust each other when taking on 
issues. They were freeing themselves of the fear of retaliation that often accompanies such 
intimate discussions. We were able to arrive at a full awareness of both the problem and a 
solution without having to waste time tiptoeing around the issue. We trusted each other to 
refrain from unfairly exposing each other to ridicule. We trusted each other to leave individual 
agendas behind and to contribute to the dialogue in an open and unselfish fashion. All of this 
was possible only because sufficient levels of trust were in place.” 
“Regardless of how talented your players are, a positive environment that includes a 
solid mutual trust among everyone involved with the program is vital for your program both 
on and off the court. When I am asked to reveal the secret to my past success, I could answer 
that I was an exceptional skill trainer, a tactical genius, a thorough game planner, and a great 
motivational speaker, but I don’t. Instead, I tell them the truth: I spent most of my time trying 
to get people to learn how to trust. All of the other elements are important, but trust is the one 
variable without which the entire program-building effort would collapse” (Herbert, 2014). 
To develop trusting relationships between the players, a safety climate should be 
established, characterized by mutual respect and understanding, in which players dare to 
freely voice their opinion. Such a climate will emphasize a player’s feeling of being united 
with their teammates, and forms a warm environment to positively deal with intra-team 
conflicts. In addition, it is important to foster players’ team identification: the extent to which 
players feel connected to the team and to which the team membership is important for them. 
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Research demonstrated that coaches and athlete leaders who were able to strengthen the 
players’ team identification also strengthened their confidence in the team’s abilities and their 
confidence in attaining their goals (Steffens et al., 2014). In turn, this stronger feeling of 
connection with the team resulted in improved performance (Fransen, Haslam, et al., 2015; 
Fransen, Steffens, et al., 2016). This brings us to the importance of team confidence.  
Characteristic #4: Team confidence. 
The fourth and final characteristic of teams that effectively withstand stressors is team 
confidence (also termed collective efficacy). Lang Ping, head coach of the Chinese women’s 
national team (Olympic silver and bronze medalists in 1996 and 2008, and silver medalists on 
the 2014 World Championship) stated in this regard: “As a coach, you have to know your 
players really well. The coach needs to give his players a lot of confidence! During the game, 
for me, the coach has to be really calm. For instance, the player, the one who gets nervous, 
watches the coach. She will get more and more nervous, if she sees the coach in the same 
condition. So it is very important to be a role model for your players.” When coaches express 
confidence in their team, the players will be inclined to have confidence as well (Fransen, 
Vanbeselaere, et al., 2015).  
Not only the coaches, but also the athlete leaders have an important responsibility in 
being a role model for their team. It was shown that when athlete leaders expressed high 
confidence in their team, this confidence spread throughout the team. As a result, team 
members became also highly confident in the abilities of their team and, as a consequence, 
their performance improved. In contrast, when athlete leaders expressed that they had lost all 
confidence in their team’s chances, their behavior negatively affected teammates’ team 
confidence and their performance deteriorated (Fransen, Haslam, et al., 2015; Fransen, 
Steffens, et al., 2016).     
Conclusion 
The four characteristics of highly-resilient teams provide valuable tools for coaches to 
prevent or effectively handle the conflicts which will undoubtedly arise throughout the 
development process of a team. It is important to remind people that it is not the intra-group 
conflicts themselves that are by definition positive or negative influences on team 
development, but it is rather the way in which the team deals with intra-group conflict that is 
crucial for team outcome (Martin et al., 2014). For example, it was shown that destructive 
styles of intra-group conflict resolution (e.g., criticizing those involved, or avoiding the 
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problem altogether) negatively impacted the task and social cohesion of sports teams. A 
potential consequence could be the emergence of various cliques within the team. The 
development of such within-team cliques has been found to increase athlete stress levels, to be 
detrimental to team cohesion, and to detract from team performance. Coaches often list 
‘breaking up cliques’ as an important strategy to improve team cohesion (Martin, et al., 2014). 
Indeed, quantitative research confirmed that constructive conflict resolution styles (e.g., 
mutual disclosure and effort) resulted in stronger task cohesion. Intra-group conflicts thus do 
not have to be destructive but can be very valuable in the development of a team. 
Conclusion 
Motivation is the key to success that enables players to get back up after repeated 
failures and still achieve their goals, as illustrated by the following piece of wisdom: “If 
you’re not willing to learn, no one can help you. If you’re determined to learn, no one can 
stop you.” As outlined in the beginning of this chapter, players have three basic needs in order 
to be intrinsically motivated for their sport: the need for autonomy, the need for competence, 
and the need for relatedness. We hope we have demonstrated how coaches can support these 
needs while setting goals, while facilitating shared leadership, while resolving conflicts, and 
throughout the different stages of the group dynamics development process. When the needs 
are fulfilled and players feel in control of their own actions (autonomy satisfaction), 
competent in what they are doing (competence satisfaction), and related to their coach and 
teammates (relatedness satisfaction), players will be intrinsically motivated to play volleyball. 
As a result, they will exert more effort during training sessions and games, be more persistent 
when attempting to overcome obstacles, and demonstrate less drop-out.  
However, it is important to note that, although this need-supportive coaching style has 
many benefits, some situations require a more directive coaching style (Chelladurai & Turner, 
2006). For example, when time is limited (e.g., during a time-out) a decisive coaching style is 
more appropriate. Also, some decisions are more important than others and therefore vary in 
the appropriate extent of voice. For example, coaches should take their responsibility in 
selecting the best players for their team and decide upon the starting players. However, other 
decisions, such as the selection of a team captain, can be decided by democratic vote. In the 
latter situation, it is even important that players are given the voice in electing their captain, 
since that leaders’ effectiveness depends upon the extent to which they are accepted by their 
team. Furthermore, the style adopted by the coach also depends upon the developmental phase 
which the team is going through. If the quality of interpersonal relations is limited and team 
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members hold diverse opinions, the participative decision process may further weaken an 
already fragile team consensus and team spirit. 
Our goal in compiling this chapter was to demonstrate the importance of studying and 
applying psychological aspects of team building and athlete development.  While it is 
important to consider the physical, technical, and tactical aspects of the sport, by taking into 
account the psychological aspects of the team development we are confident that even greater 
progress (and success) can be achieved on the volleyball court. 
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